Erebus and Terror
The two ships of Sir John Franklin’s 1845 expedition to find the north-west passage
All this white, pocked on the map
like crazed china.  Here was our route

into Wellington Sound and here

the place where the ice sealed us in 

through the whole of the winter.

In the straits we’d seen whales

and beneath them in the clear water,

floes, white as bones, like the whales’

huge shadows.  The sky had been
littered with upturned cliffs.

At Devon Island were the strange

remains of a camp: six hundred food 

cans piled in a mound, some still

unopened.  Across a small channel
were signs of a burial.

We trudged round, looking back

at the ice seized ship.  By the cairn
there were traces of a fire,

some sledge tracks leading away

inland.  We unearthed the bones

and overcoats of three men.

The captain said The Lord’s Prayer

and we covered them again.

Of the Erebus and the Terror 
we found not a thing.
